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A Contingency Interpretation of
Place’s Contingency Anomaly in
Ordinary Conversation

Sam Leigland
Gonzaga University

A verbal phenomenon often reported in the research literature of conversation analysis is
reviewed. The phenomenon involves the observation that spoken sentences often receive
consequences from listeners, and that the effect of these consequences appears to be variability
in sentence emission, whereas the absence of such consequences appears to produce response
persistence. If the speaker’s sentences function as units of verbal behavior and the listener’s
responses function as reinforcers, the effect seems to run contrary to reinforcement contin-
gency effects observed in the laboratory, where reinforcement produces response differenti-
ation and extinction produces an increase in response variability and a decrease in the response
class previously selected by reinforcement. An interpretation of the conversation phenomenon
is presented, employing standard reinforcement contingencies for which the behavioral dy-
namics involved may be seen when speaker’s sequence of sentences is construed as a behavior

chain.

As the field of behavior analysis
ventures further into the intricacies and
complexities of the analysis of human
verbal behavior, there are bound to be
many challenges. Some of the chal-
lenges are likely to be methodological
(e.g., Catania, 1998; Hayes, White, &
Bissett, 1998; Hutchison, 1998; Leig-
land, 1998; Palmer, 1998), whereas
others may arise from the ways in
which verbal behavior expands or oth-
erwise modifies our understanding of
the basic technical concepts of behav-
ior-analytic science. For example, the
standard view of the concept of rein-
forcement has been expanded in some
ways by the experimental literature of
equivalence classes, transfer of func-
tion, and derived relational phenomena
(e.g., Hayes, Kohlenberg, & Hayes,
1991; Sidman, 1994). Also, Ernst
Moerk’s painstaking reanalysis of Rog-
er Brown’s data on language develop-
ment (e.g., Moerk, 1999) has indicated
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a number of complex phenomena re-
garding consequences and their effects
in first-language acquisition. Such phe-
nomena and areas of research in no
way invalidate or challenge the con-
cept of reinforcement, but rather indi-
cate that there may be complex prop-
erties or dimensions of change in-
volved with the concept that arise in
the field of verbal behavior.

Another possible example of such
complex effects has been offered from
the field of conversation analysis. The
late Ullin Place had written several pa-
pers describing the field of conversa-
tion analysis to the behavior-analytic
scientific community (e.g., Place,
1991, 1997b). Arising from the ethno-
methodological tradition in sociology,
conversation analysis is an empirically
based, descriptive study of ordinary
conversation as it is observed and re-
corded in natural settings. Researchers
make use of a sophisticated set of tran-
scription protocols and other tech-
niques in looking for regularities and
patterns in recorded conversations.
Place’s purpose in bringing this field to
the attention of behavior analysts was
to promote the field as a possible
source of data to those interested in the
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functional analysis of verbal behavior
(e.g., Place, 1997a).

In at least one case, the findings
from conversation analysis appeared to
challenge standard notions of the ef-
fects of reinforcement contingencies
(e.g., Place, 1997a, 1997b). This phe-
nomenon is the subject of the present
contingency interpretation.

Consequences and Effects in
Ordinary Conversation

From a functional-analytic point of
view, ordinary conversation is an ex-
traordinarily dynamic and complex
verbal phenomenon, and we no doubt
have much to learn about the functions
of context and consequences in such
interactions. Nevertheless, certain reg-
ularities have been reported in the lit-
erature of conversation analysis which
may indicate the role of certain func-
tional relations.

First, although a variety of response
forms may serve as functional units of
verbal behavior (Salzinger, 1991; Skin-
ner, 1957), the spoken sentence is of
special interest to conversation analysts
when considering the role of listener-
supplied consequences. The relevant
phenomenon is described by Place
(1997b) as follows:

If you listen attentively to a tape recording
of any naturally occurring verbal interac-
tion between two or more people, or read
any professionally prepared transcript of
such an interaction, or simply listen to a
conversation in which you are not a partic-
ipant, you cannot avoid observing that vir-
tually every sentence that a speaker com-
pletes is reinforced by the listener. (p. 657)

Perhaps in place of “‘reinforced” we
might say that the great majority of
sentences receive consequences from
the listener through the familiar pre-
sentation of brief acknowledgments or
‘““continuers” (as they are called by
conversation analysts; e.g., Place,
1991). We may also say that the sen-
tences are reinforced by these events to
the extent that it may be shown that the
listener’s responses, as contingent con-
sequent events, serve to maintain the
speaker’s verbal behavior until other

SAM LEIGLAND

factors intervene to bring the episode
to an end or transition (e.g., Place,
1991, 1997a; Skinner, 1957).

What seems to be an unusual or per-
haps anomalous effect of reinforce-
ment contingencies under such condi-
tions is seen when one regards the spo-
ken sentences as functional units of
verbal behavior (although perhaps not
the only such units) and the accompa-
nying verbal consequences (supplied
by the listener) as reinforcers. Place
(1997b) has summarized the general
effects in conversation as follows:

Unlike the bar presses and key pecks that
secure reinforcement in the Skinner box,
sentences are not repeated as a consequence
of the reinforcement they produce. At the
level of the sentence, verbal behavior is
subject to what has been called . . . a “win-
shift/fail-stay contingency.” If your sen-
tence is reinforced by an appropriate ex-
pression of surprise or agreement or an ac-
knowledgment of comprehension from the
listener, you don’t repeat it at the time or
later. You move on to the next sentence.
You repeat yourself only if the first attempt
has failed. Even then you seldom repeat
yourself word for word. You construct an-
other sentence which puts the gist or point
of your previous sentence in another way.
(pp. 654-655)

When we think of repeatable re-
sponses in standard nonhuman operant
laboratory preparations, the effect of
reinforcement is an increase in the fre-
quency of members of the operant re-
sponse class (although in keeping with
Place’s remarks about sentences, the
responses are never repeated exactly;
e.g., Catania, 1998; Skinner, 1938),
whereas the effects of extinction are an
increase in response variability and an
eventual decrease in the frequency of
the operant response class (e.g., Cata-
nia, 1998). According to Place (1997a,
1997b), when looking at conversation
with spoken sentences as response
units and listener-supplied consequenc-
es as reinforcers, the contingency dy-
namics appear to work in reverse. Re-
inforcement seems to produce response
variability rather than the stable re-
peatability traditionally associated with
differentiation. In extinction, on the
other hand, if the listener withholds
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consequences or provides a different
type of consequence that would be in-
consistent with reinforcement (e.g.,
“What?” or “I don’t understand,”
etc.), we observe the repeating of the
sentence in varying forms.

Comparing the basic research oper-
ant laboratory context with naturally
occurring human conversation is a
complex business, but the basics of the
comparison seem plausible. Although a
variety of complex functional response
units and contingency variables are un-
doubtedly at work in conversation, a
case may nevertheless be made for sen-
tences as response units and listener re-
sponses as reinforcers. Two issues need
to be considered in examining the two
contingency situations and their effects
on behavior.

First, although sentences may be de-
scribed roughly in terms of the ‘“‘win-
shift/fail-stay’’ pattern, conversation
analysts have also reported that the dis-
course type typically follows a ‘“‘win-
stay/fail-shift”’ pattern. This means that
a distinguishable type of conversation
on the part of the speaker (e.g., “‘news
telling”’) tends to continue as a func-
tion of contingent consequences sup-
plied by the listener (Place, 1997a; cf.
Leigland, 1996a).

Second, reinforcement contingencies
may occur or be programmed with re-
spect to many different dimensions of
behavior (e.g., Catania, 1998), with re-
sponse variability itself a reinforceable
dimension of behavior (e.g., Page &
Neuringer, 1985). Thus, the functional
response classes produced through dif-
ferentiation may show widely differing
degrees of topographical stability or in-
stability under conditions of selection
and maintenance. Accordingly, any as-
sessment of an apparent anomaly
found in behavioral phenomena means
only that the functional contingencies
remain to be identified, but that unusu-
al properties may be seen given certain
initial observations and assumptions
regarding functional units, reinforcers,
and so on.

Given these conditions, how is the
apparent reinforcement effect with re-
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spect to the spoken sentence in con-
versation to be interpreted? One way
to approach the situation is to examine
additional properties of the behavior
and reinforcement contingencies in-
volved in order to determine whether
standard reinforcement contingencies
can plausibly produce the behavioral
effects observed. Although special ef-
fects of reinforcement contingencies
that may arise in the context of verbal
interactions have been proposed (e.g.,
Barnes-Holmes & Barnes-Holmes,
2000; Hayes, 1994; Sidman, 1994;
Skinner, 1957), the present interpreta-
tion represents a first approximation
employing known contingency effects
from standard experimental analyses.

A Contingency Interpretation

The following interpretation rests
upon the notion of the sentence as a
functional unit of verbal behavior (al-
though perhaps not the only such func-
tional unit in the larger verbal context),
and the role of each successive sen-
tence or unit in the sequence of spoken
sentences that constitute the speaker’s
verbal behavior in the conversational
episode. In the conversational episode,
the sequence of sentences that consti-
tutes the speaker’s contribution may be
viewed as a behavior chain (e.g., Mar-
tin & Pear, 1999). The sequence may
seem to differ from the standard con-
ception of a behavior chain in that the
sentences are ‘‘novel productions,’ but
any sort of operant chain, whether ver-
bal or nonverbal, may involve novel
responses during acquisition. Produc-
tion and novelty are terms descriptive
of phenomena associated with operant
behavior generally (e.g., Skinner, 1953,
1974).

The sequence may be regarded as a
chain in the sense that (a) some sort of
orderly sequence of such sentences
must occur in order for the entire se-
quence, as a whole (e.g., as a “‘story”
when ‘““‘completed”’), to have the char-
acteristic effect upon the listener; and
(b) part of the socially mediated func-
tion of the listener is in the mainte-
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nance of the sequence as it plays out
by the delivery of conditioned rein-
forcers at the completion of certain
component units. The units, in this
case, are sentences, and the condi-
tioned reinforcers are the continuers
noted above. As in any behavior chain,
the continuers presumably serve the
dual function of conditioned reinforcer
with respect to the preceding compo-
nent and discriminative stimulus in the
occasioning of the following compo-
nent (although the latter function
would presumably be rather generic, in
the sense of a thematic probe; e.g.,
Skinner, 1957).

This part of the interpretation ac-
counts for the fact that what appears to
be a reinforcer is ensuring the nonre-
peatability of a response, so to speak.
In this case, variability in responding
is produced by the functional and to-
pographical variation that occurs
across the successive components of
the verbal behavior chain, and when
the sequence is supported by reinforce-
ment provided by the listener.

Another aspect of the phenomenon
in question is the observation that ex-
tinction appears to produce repetition
of the response (with varying form)
rather than the usually observed in-
crease in response variability. If the se-
quence of sentences is functioning as a
behavior chain, the omission of a con-
ditioned reinforcer at the completion of
one of the components could be ex-
pected to produce an extinction burst
(e.g., Pierce & Epling, 1999), which
would provide the observed (if tran-
sient) increase in that particular re-
sponse class, seemingly in the face of
extinction.

Summary and Conclusions

The two effects may be combined
and observed in an experimental situ-
ation in the following way. Consider a
pigeon in a five-key pigeon chamber.
A five-component chained schedule of
reinforcement is programmed with one
component on each of the five keys
(we will not be presently concerned
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with specifying the schedule compo-
nents; e.g., Ferster & Skinner, 1957),
each component schedule with its own
distinctive color continuously illumi-
nated throughout the chain, with the
position of each changing on the five
keys randomly after the completion of
each chain. The conditioned reinforcer
at the end of each component is a 3-s
flicker of the houselight, and contin-
gent 5-s access to food is presented at
the completion of the fifth and final
component of the chain.

After sufficient training of the pi-
geon under these conditions, an ob-
server unfamiliar with the circumstanc-
es and contingencies of the experiment
who focuses on the houselight flicker
as a reinforcer might find the behav-
ioral effects unusual, in that the rein-
forcer seems to produce changes in the
response location rather than an in-
crease in responding at the location
where responding produced the rein-
forcer. Further, if we now omit one of
the scheduled reinforcers, the observer
would likely observe an increase in re-
sponding at that location, completing
the apparent anomaly.

As with any of the complex phe-
nomena to be observed in verbal be-
havior, an interpretation is no substitute
for a direct analysis of controlling var-
iables, but an interpretation can, of
course, provide a first step and suggest
candidates for controlling variables and
contingencies (e.g., Leigland, 1996b;
Skinner, 1957). In the present case, the
phenomenon itself is of particular in-
terest, in that (a) it is empirically based
and relatively easily observed, (b) was
identified and described by researchers
outside of behavior analysis, and (c)
appears to provide a challenge to stan-
dard reinforcement contingency inter-
pretations. It is in the latter spirit that
Place (e.g., 1997a, 1997b) offered the
phenomenon to the behavior-analytic
community. The phenomenon serves
as an illustration of the sorts of effects
that may be found in the field of con-
versation analysis and related empiri-
cally based fields, and also serves as
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an invitation to pursue these fields and
their findings in greater depth.
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